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Female Genital Cutting (FGC), also known as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) and Female Cir-
cumcision (FC), continues to be a prevalent practice in many parts of the world and especially in 
Africa. This is somewhat perplexing given the concerted efforts aimed at eradicating this practice. 
This article argues that the perpetuation of FGC is due to the unintended effects of marginaliza-
tion experienced by individuals and groups of women as a result of the approach of some of the 
anti-FGC global discourses and policies put forward to eradicate the practice.  This, we argue, 
happens when the social structure that provides such groups and individuals with a sense of iden-
tity and belonging breaks down. Therefore, the attack on what practicing communities consider 
to be of crucial cultural value causes a re-focus on the practice resulting in a re-formulation and 
re-invention of these practices in a bid to counter the feelings of alienation. FGC is thus reframed 
and reconstructed as a reaction against these campaigns. This article intends to investigate the 
socio-cultural-symbolic nexus surrounding the practice of FGC, its meaning and implications 
with respect to its continued existence. It draws examples mainly from communities in Kenya that 
practice FGM as a rite of passage into adulthood. Herein, perhaps, lies the driving force behind the 
practice in this contemporary age: it carries a lot of significance with respect to transformational 
processes, and it is seen as crucial in the representation of the body, identity and belonging. The 
aim of this article is not to defend FGC’s continuation, but rather to explore the interplay between 
its changing socio-cultural dimensions as a counter-reaction to the eradication discourse and 
policies. In this way we will try to explore some of the factors that lay behind its perpetuation.
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  FGC, a continuously re-invented ritual
The term Female Genital Cutting (FGC), variously referred to as Female Genital 
Mutilation (FGM) and Female Circumcision (FC), is a practice that involves partial or 
total excision of the external female genitalia for non-therapeutic purposes (WHO, 
2008). This article intends to use both the terms FGC, in an attempt to maintain a neu-
tral perspective, and FC as a term used by many practising communities. The term FC 
has been argued to connote a cultural relativistic perspective; it also appears misleading afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 54 ]
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as it blankets all forms of genital cutting by making an analogy to male circumcision 
(Walley, 1997; James & Robertson, 2002). The practice of FGC is diverse in terms of both 
the ways it is practiced amongst various communities and in terms of its procedure and 
cultural significance (James & Robertson, 2002).
Cultural practices and discourses in any society are re-transformed and re-invented 
in order to accommodate the needs of a society at any given time. They are in a dynamic 
state, constantly adapting to new ideologies of a globalizing modern world. Practices 
such as FGC are not immune to such changes. This situation is not only reflected in 
traditional practices themselves but also in strategies for FGC abandonment. For in-
stance, a change can be detected in the eradication discourse approaches: FGC used 
to be defined as a traditional practice with serious health consequences, but then the 
discourse was reframed by defining it as a human rights issue (Igras et al., 2004). This 
change is a result of the realisation that the initial approach was counterproductive; an 
approach that in effect became an obstacle to realising the original aim of eliminating 
FGC. (These different approaches to interventions in various community-based projects 
in Africa have been further elaborated upon in articles by Igras et al., 2004: Abusharaf, 
2006; Leye, 2008). Similarly, FGC’s significance and practices change while adapting to 
new challenges presented by the eradication discourse, by disintegrating cultural mod-
els and by the demands of everyday life (Johansen, 2006).
Rabinow (1975), a renowned cultural anthropologist, pointed out that ‘tradition 
is a moving image of the past … that is opposed not to modernity but to alienation’ 
(Rabinow, 1975, 1). This feeling of alienation is experienced as a result of the process 
of ‘othering’ (Mohanty, 1991). In Mohanty’s (1991) critique of western feminism she 
argues that the ‘self’ is defined by the ‘other’ as the periphery defines the centre. In this 
article we borrow from these arguments indicating that traditional practices which de-
fine society, individuals and groups, are continually being either promoted or discour-
aged by external peripheral pressure. This article subsequently argues that the aliena-
tion and marginalization experienced by societies as a result of what some community 
members perceive as an attack on their cultural value systems may cause a mirroring of 
traditions from the past to the present. These attacks may cause a reaction that result in 
the re-formulation and re-invention of traditional practices. To be more specific: when 
FGC practice is singled out for eradication, the society may begin to view this practice 
as a distinct feature of its identity. It is thus the perspectives of ‘others’, external to the 
society, that give a people the opportunity to experience their distinctness. 
This article argues that efforts to abandon FGC in some instances can lead to the un-
intended marginalization of the FGC practicing individuals and societies (James, 2002: 
Mohanty, 1991). This may consequently cause a renewed focus on women's bodies, lead-
ing to the re-invention and perpetuation of FGC. As a result, the unintended re-formula-
tion and perpetuation of FGC might render the practice more resistant to abandonment 
campaigns among various FGC practicing societies. Simultaneously, awareness of body 
knowledge, capabilities and habits associated with FGC is fundamental to the compre-afrika focus — 2011-12 [ 55 ]
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hension of its persistence by people external to FGC practicing societies (Abusharaf, 
2006). This article thus attempts to reveal the socio-cultural symbolic nexus, a complex 
and multifaceted process women are confronted with when making decisions to per-
petuate the practice, sometimes on an individual basis but mostly coerced by a larger 
group of family members (Shell-Duncan and Herlund, 2000).
  The (re)invention of FGC: a historical Kenyan perspective
‘Invented traditions’ have been described as a “set of practices normally governed 
overtly or tacitly by accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to in-
culcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies 
continuity with the past” (Hobsbawm, 1983). The past in this sense does not always refer 
to an ancient custom – Hobsbawm (1983) describes ‘invented traditions’ as responses 
to novel situations that take the form of reference to old situations, but not necessarily 
from an ancient past. FGC practice has occasionally been represented as ancient and still 
conducted in its original forms (Ahlberg et al., 2009). Research has indicated, however, 
that FGC practices are constantly evolving. Indeed, socio-cultural, economic, religious 
and political changes influence the re-invention of traditional practices over time. For 
instance, individuals and societies began changing their traditions and moral value sys-
tems as a reaction to European colonization of Africa (Ahlberg et al., 2009). The follow-
ing sections will focus on some of these changes. 
  The encroachment of Christian and colonial values on FC culture in Kenya
The socio-cultural-political-economical dimension that played a role in changing 
the practice of FC can be seen amongst various ethnic groups in Kenya. Amongst the 
Kikuyu for instance, Ahlberg and colleagues (2000) found that members resisted the ban 
on female circumcision instigated by some of the missionaries in Central Kenya by break-
ing away from mainstream missionary churches to form independent churches that al-
lowed female circumcision. Pedersen (1991) states that in 1926, missionary pressure and 
a certain level of official concern about the prevalence of clitoridectomy (cliteridectomy 
is a term used by Pedersen (1991). It refers to a type of FGC where the clitoris is excised) 
amongst the Kikuyu led the Governors of East African dependencies to meet in order to 
devise ways to combat the practice. Around the same time, a Kikuyu native council of 
elders had already passed a law requiring all operators to be licensed and to restrict the 
extent of cutting to what was referred to as a ‘simple clitoridectomy’. The decision to ban 
the practice altogether and to refuse communion with Christians who did not forswear 
the practice, led to some Kikuyu’s rebelling against the British Government. This, in its 
turn, resulted in the re-adoption of the more brutal form of clitoridectomy (Pedersen, 
1991). The difference between minor or brutal forms of clitoridectomy may have involved 
the amount of tissue excised. Either way they would both fall under type I or II FGC ac-
cording to the WHO classification, involving partial or total removal of the clitoris and/or 
the prepuce and/or labia (WHO, 2010). Thus, the practice of FGC in this case was used as 
a form of nationalistic and anti-colonial protest (Thomas, 2000).afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 56 ]
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Among the Kikuyu, a group of women initiated together, formed an age-group. This 
was a basic unit in their social organization (Pedersen, 1991). During the Colonial era, 
women rebelled against attempts to eliminate the practice as this threatened the process 
through which they became part of a society. Robertson (1996) suggests that the persist-
ence of the practice was linked to the fact that it had organizational implications on the 
female age-group system, thus constituting a crucial determinant of how these women 
perceived their existence and their role in society. Others felt that Kikuyu identity was 
threatened by these religiously motivated campaigns against FC, campaigns that were 
counteracted by some encouraging FC perpetuation (Kenyatta, 1938).
  The encroachment of modern-day global ideologies on FGC practice in Kenya
In Kenya the development of the practice of FGC has continued due to the encroach-
ment of global ideologies into existing cultures. This, we argue, is due to the changing 
and sometimes conflicting ideologies concerning gender and sexuality that arise from 
certain global perspectives. Although from a Western point of view, African traditions 
have previously been viewed as culturally savage and primitive (Christoffersen-Deb, 2005; 
Ahlberg et al., 2000), more recent abandonment strategies have attempted to build on lo-
cal cultural traditions while implementing approaches toward FGC elimination (Leye, 
2008: Evelia et al., 2007; Diop et al., 2004). To date, an extensive network of African-based 
organizations, including governmental and non-governmental organizations, promote 
the prevention of FGC world-wide. Many of them take the local perspectives on FGC as 
the point of departure, trying to involve local girls and women in the development of their 
programmes (WHO, 2008; Rahman and Toubia, 2000). 
A legal approach has also been implemented in many countries in order to ban FGC, 
to offer legal protection to women, to prosecute the perpetuators and to train and sen-
sitize the communities (WHO, 2010; Leye, 2008; Evelia et al., 2007). Various success-
ful programmes have been implemented by organizations such as the WHO, TOSTAN, 
Population Council, UNFPA, UNICEF, USAID and the Donor Working Group, to name 
but a few. Some of the programmes include the integrated social development approach 
which addresses various aspects of gender, social, health and economic development of a 
specific community. Furthermore, the positive deviance approach has also proved useful 
where individuals who reject FGC motivate others in the community to reject the practice. 
In addition, there are programmes that focus on motivating and teaching the commu-
nity about the adverse health consequences of FGC, programmes that are integrated into 
community-based intervention approaches (Leye, 2008; Evelia et al., 2007). 
Other programmes have borrowed from the positive traditional significance of the 
coming of age ritual by introducing alternatives for the traditional cutting ceremonies. They 
try to provide girls with a coming of age ceremony through an educational programme in-
volving sexual and reproductive health issues, where FGC is discussed, but excluded (Shell-
Duncan and Herlund 2006; Toubia and Sharief, 2003). In Kenya, this is known as the ‘al-
ternative rite of passage’, the ‘circumcision through words’ or the ‘ritual without cutting’. 
These projects are run by the organisation Maendeleo ya Wanawake Organisation (MYWO) 
and the Programme for Appropriate Technology in Health (PATH) in Kenya (Evelia et al., afrika focus — 2011-12 [ 57 ]
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2007). 
Various community-based programmes such as the TOSTAN program in Senegal 
(Diop et al., 2004) and other educational programmes have been targeting grass-roots 
participation in creating awareness concerning FGC abandonment initiatives (Meyers, 
2000). Some of these strategies have been helpful in changing attitudes about FGC in 
various countries. In Kenya, for instance, a gradual decrease in prevalence rate of FGC 
has been reported from 38% in 1998 to 32% in 2003 and to 27% in a more recent survey 
(KDHS, 2008/9). Although these approaches have not been effective in quickly eliminat-
ing FGC, they have had success in creating awareness and providing knowledge especial-
ly to women, hence enhancing autonomy over their health and sexuality (Meyers, 2000).
In the midst of these global initiatives and the increased awareness regarding FGC 
abandonment, women seek to find ways to re-negotiate their cultural identity and femi-
ninity in a variety of ways. This re-negotiation process is experienced differently amongst 
various communities and individuals. Some communities report changes in attitudes re-
sulting in the abandonment of FGC while others may resort to clandestine procedures 
(Arnfred, 2005). For instance, there have been reports about the medicalization of FGC 
in many communities (Refaat, 2009; WHO, 2008). This trend is experienced among the 
Kisii ethnic group of Western Kenya. Instead of stopping the practice altogether, Kisii 
women maintained the practice by opting for a medicalized procedure, done in hospi-
tals and using medical personnel and sterile equipment as it is seen as a harm-reducing 
strategy (Christoffersen-Deb, 2005). In some cases where women have gone through the 
infibulation type of FGC, (infibulation is the most extensive form of FGM, sometimes 
involving the excision of the clitoris) there has been an increased demand for re-infib-
ulations (Serour, 2010). As a result of the increasing trend towards medicalization and 
re-infibulations, a response from the global society to tackle the situation has been put 
forward. There is now a global FGC eradication strategy that stimulates health care pro-
fessionals to take a stand in favour of abandonment and to refrain from performing FGC, 
including re-infibulation (WHO, 2010: Serour, 2010). A situational analysis done in Ken-
ya reported a trend towards reducing the amount of tissue cut amongst some communi-
ties. This change can be attributed to an increased awareness of the ongoing eradication 
campaigns and the global policies and discourses associated with it (Evelia et al., 2007). 
For some practising communities, the importance of having witnesses to the pro-
cedure is a key aspect of the practice, as well as having open celebrations to mark the 
occasion. This ceremonial aspect of the practice, however, is declining in many com-
munities. The reasons behind this decline may range from  its being a costly affair that 
some parents cannot afford, to its being time consuming diverting the girls’ attention 
from school, to the existence of legislation that prohibits the practice (UNICEF, 2005). 
For example in Kenya, the banning of the practice through the Children’s Act (Evelia et 
al., 2007) has had major implications in reducing the public celebrations as perpetuators 
try to avoid being noticed and subsequently prosecuted.
Such reported changes take place as a result of the dynamic processes of internal 
socio-cultural models and their interplay with external global discourses and policies. afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 58 ]
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These complex factors play a significant role regarding the continuous re-framing and 
re-invention of traditional practices such as FGC. Re-framing of the practice takes place 
as the meaning and context associated with the practice change. This re-framing conse-
quently leads to a re-invention of the practice. The re-invention of this tradition is a re-
sponse to novel situations, in this case a reaction to the ever-changing global discourse. 
In the following section, this article does not seek to justify the reasons for FGC’s per-
petuation but rather to contribute to the ongoing discourse by providing a theoretical 
lens suggesting the reasons that contribute to FGC’s perpetuation. This will mainly be 
achieved by taking into consideration the feminist and anthropological epistemologies 
regarding bodily practices.
  The body as a focal point in the re-invention of FGC
Throughout history, individuals continue to find ways to re-invent and re-define 
themselves, using their bodies as the medium to achieve this. The shifting ideals of beau-
ty and/or femininity are continually being experienced at an individual and/or a societal 
level – and the body becomes a focal point for the expression of such changes in the 
perception of beauty. In the context of society becoming more individualistic, people in-
creasingly opt for different and sometimes unique means of self-expression. The capac-
ity for self-modification and adornment has been and continues to be an essential feature 
of humanity (Reischer & Koo, 2004). 
It is clear that the body is often used as a canvas on which social, cultural and politi-
cal changes are projected, and at the same time, the body is a major focus and objective of 
these changes (Van Wolputte, 2004). Bodily modifications and practices continue for var-
ious reasons today, ( cosmetic surgery, tattooing etc) as they have over previous centuries 
with practices such as foot-binding, skin-whitening, the wearing of corsets or high-heels 
and so on (Frank, 2006). In fact, the ideals of beauty and femininity are projecting the 
body as a site for the construction and performance of gender (Reischer & Koo, 2004). 
In the context of Africa, colonial and post-colonial development interventions con-
tributed to the economic, political and cultural disenfranchisement of women (Hodg-
son, 2001). Hence, the response to marginalization and impoverishment, colonialism, 
and violence caused the fragmentation of bodies in terms of identity and belonging. The 
perpetuation of cultural practices and especially FC may thus be a counter reaction to the 
bodily fragmentation for women experiencing a loss of identity and belonging. 
Societies have and continue to be confronted with changes in modern-day socio-
cultural political systems (Hodgson, 2001). From a Western perspective, African women 
have especially been represented as downtrodden, subjugated, victims of colonialism 
and male dominance (Cornwall, 2005). Subsequently, Western civilization was imposed 
by the colonialists who were oblivious to the fact that the African traditional communi-
ties had historical patterns of marriage, kinship, exchange and power that structured 
their societies (Hodgson, 2001). Western civilization thus legitimized its interventions by 
referring to women as subjugated, hence initiating what they regarded as the liberation of 
women with a concern to improve the African woman’s well-being (Cornwall, 2005). As afrika focus — 2011-12 [ 59 ]
The socio-cultural-symbolic nexus in the perpetuation of female genital cutting
with other traditional practices, FC was judged to be a violation of the notions of Christi-
anity and as contrary to notions of civilisation and modernity (Njambi, 2004). Traditional 
religions and customs were thus viewed as being in contestation with Christianity. 
As a result of the dismantling of their traditions, some women as well as men re-
nounced aspects of traditionally defined identity and gender roles. The changing of tra-
ditions occurred for various reasons, such as through formal education. Boys and girls 
were compelled to leave their rural homes to go to the mission schools set up by the gov-
ernment and missionaries where they were instructed through formal education and they 
received religious instructions from Christian missionaries (Kanogo, 2005). This led to 
processes of social differentiation and fragmentation of the individual’s sense of identity 
and belonging (Kanogo, 2005). The boys and girls, who became men and women, were 
viewed by others in their communities as lost sheep, not having undergone the tradi-
tional ways of legitimating cultural identity and belonging. 
It is clear that the changes globalization brings, substantially affect the principles 
of cultural identity formation and belonging. New opportunities such as education and 
career training provided women with the opportunity to resist what they began to view as 
traditional forms of social control – many of them could now leave their villages and stay 
in the towns to work in order to earn a living. At the same time, the culture of individu-
alization that promised emancipation introduced different forms of control to women’s 
work and even to their sexuality (Arnfred, 2005). Many women became reluctant urban-
ites, pushed into trading and other careers outside their rural homes by circumstances 
beyond their control (Robertson, 1996). As a result, by moving out of their comfortable 
cultural spaces, women began to lose their identity, thus a sense of despair and isolation 
set in (Hodgson, 2001). By re-focusing on the body, women searched for new ways to 
redefine themselves. An example of this re-focus on the female body is seen among the 
Jola community in Senegal, where as a response to globalization, a re-introduction of 
FGC practice has been experienced (Dellenborg, 2004). In fact, the wider socio-cultural 
context surrounding this practice provided individual women with self-esteem, cultural 
recognition and space for agency (Esho et al., 2010; Dellenborg, 2004). It is here perhaps 
in the attempt to fight against feelings of alienation and disempowerment that we find 
the motivation for the continuous re-invention and re-formation of body practices. In the 
following sections, we investigate some of the socio-cultural-symbolic nexus that play a 
significant role in the perpetuation of FGC in various cultural contexts.
  The socio cultural symbolic nexus associated with FGC 
In order to understand why the practice is perpetuated it is important to unravel the 
socio-cultural-symbolic nexus (a term used by Esho et al., 2010) associated with FGC. The 
meanings of this nexus are not fixed, but depend on the interpretations of bodily practi-
ces in different cultural contexts. In many contexts, the reasons vary as to why FGC is car-
ried out, as does the age of those on whom it is conducted. This section gives examples 
from various FGC practicing communities to show the difference in meanings and sym-
bolism associated with it. afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 60 ]
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Amongst the Maasai for instance, FC is considered an important rite of passage 
from childhood into adulthood (Esho et al., 2010). Therefore, the practice is viewed as a 
central entity in the definition of female identity and belonging, and also in the legitima-
tion of womanhood, sexuality and fertility (Esho et al., 2010; Arnfred, 2005; Talle, 1988). 
Importantly, the practice often provides an assurance for marriage and motherhood 
(Lightfoot-Klein, 1989). 
In other communities, FGC is not viewed as a rite of passage into adulthood. This 
is the case in societies where FGC is performed on babies, young children or teenagers. 
For instance, among the Omdurman community in Sudan, circumcision can take place 
anytime between birth and puberty not just as a Muslim tradition but also as a means of 
preserving a girl’s virginity (Cloudsley, 1983). Also among the Somali, FGC is done to en-
sure a successful transformation of young girls aged five to eight to women by ensuring 
the preservation of their virginity before marriage (Johansen, 2006; Jaldesa et al., 2005). 
Thus the meanings regarding the practice vary in different communities. This means 
that understanding the value systems of a particular culture may play a significant role in 
understanding FGC’s perpetuation in various contexts (Knudsen 1994).
Pain is an aspect of the FGC procedure that is experienced as part of the socio-cul-
tural-symbolic nexus. The symbolism associated with the pain of undergoing this geni-
tal procedure has been described as culturally induced “ritual pain” (Johansen, 2002; 
p. 319). Ritual pain is perceived differently among various communities. In her study 
amongst Norwegian Somalis, Johansen (2002) states that pain is seen as part and par-
cel of womanhood. It is intrinsic to the tradition, in the sense that it both plays a social 
function and is experienced individually. Pain is reactivated during various stages of a 
woman’s life such as sexual debut and child birth (Johansen, 2002). However, Johansen 
indicates that for most of these women, pain was experienced on an individual level with 
a sense of helplessness and loss. Thus, although embedded in cultural traditions, the 
pain has been described in some instances as so overwhelming that it begins to threaten 
the very bases on which it is founded. This awareness can be the starting point for women 
who begin to question basic cultural values – often enhanced by the fact that they live 
outside of their cultural contexts and thus experience different values and expressions of 
female identity (Johansen, 2002). 
In contrast to Johansen, Walley (1997) suggests that pain as an intrinsic part of the 
ritual is socially meaningful and in some communities it is something to be endured as 
fostering a positive transformation of the self. Amongst the Maasai for instance, genital 
cutting serves as a permanent sign of the initiate’s change of status and the ability to en-
dure pain, as suggested in the general analysis by Schlegel and Barry (1979) and La Fon-
taine, (1985). Thus, initiates experience – through their skin – pain, death and rebirth, 
after which their relationship with other initiates, age-set members and the community 
at large is re-defined (Esho et al., 2010; Schildkrout 2004).
The symbolic entry into adulthood for a community such as the Maasai provides a sense 
of triumph to the initiate through a physical and psychological test (Robertson, 1996). afrika focus — 2011-12 [ 61 ]
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  FGC: A mark inscribed on the body
Merleau-Ponty (1962) suggests that bodily actions are not to be understood as ex-
pressing or objectifying meanings originating in the mind but rather that the meaning is 
in the action itself. This article argues that the socio-cultural-symbolic nexus involved in 
processes of bodily inscription provides a motive for FGC and its perpetuation. The body 
plays an active role in the formation of identity and gender (Christoffersen-Deb, 2005). 
In the ritual of FC the body becomes a site for the inscription upon which the relationship 
between the individual and society is constructed (Schildkrout, 2004). The creation of 
social meaning takes place continuously by responding to challenges experienced in life. 
Njambi (2004) suggests that bodies do not exist in a vacuum but rather that they are made 
and negotiated through everyday rituals and performances. Thus the body is a product of 
the times and places in which it exists (Walley, 1997).
There are different ways and contexts through which bodies are modified. It has 
been argued that body modification is an important aspect of a culture because gender 
and social identity are shaped and communicated through the body (Dellenborg, 2004; 
Turner, 1980). The body is thus constituted through cultural practices (Bordo, 1993). 
For instance, the perception of beauty varies depending on where an individual resides 
(Reischer & Koo, 2004). In Western countries for instance, the condition of thinness is 
widely accepted as aesthetically preferable to largeness, which is more preferred in Sa-
haran and Sub-Saharan countries (Popenoe, 2004). Such a difference could however be 
attributed to the different economic conditions where rich countries with plenty of food 
prefer thinness, while poor countries where food is scarce may prefer being fat as a sign 
of good health. This article suggests that body symbolism related to cultural practices, 
be it FGC, cosmetic surgery, tattooing, and so on, should be seen from a different per-
spective depending on the context surrounding a subject. The meanings of body prac-
tices are therefore constantly negotiated and re-negotiated by various social actors – men 
and women alike (Dellenborg, 2004). Thus the body not only reflects these practices, but 
also has the capacity to challenge them. It participates in the creation of social meaning 
(Reischer & Koo, 2004). It has also been claimed that the body can be seen as a ‘natural 
symbol’ with which to think about nature, society and culture (Douglas, 1978). The body 
is a symbol for society, a signifier of the social world it inhabits, an instrument of lived 
experiences, and a surface of inscription (Joyce, 2005; Reischer & Koo, 2004). 
As a result, the body is not solely viewed as a biological entity but as influenced 
by socio-cultural and historical phenomena (Reischer and Koo, 2004). In this sense, it 
self-mediates its relationship with the society both as a ‘symbolic’ and ‘agentic’ body 
(Reischer & Koo, 2004). Firstly, the symbolic nature of the body reflects social meanings 
metaphorically through bodily symbols. Secondly, as an ‘agentic’ body, the body high-
lights its role as an active participant or agent in the social world, a site for construction 
and performance of gender consequently signifying a social change (Reischer & Koo, 
2004). From this point of view, FC could be understood as a kind of “physical and sym-
bolic manipulation of the body in relation to the world and of the world in relation to the 
body” (Moore, 1999, p13).afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 62 ]
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In FGC practising communities, women play a central role in fostering its perpetu-
ation whether or not there is consent or cultural cognisance from the perspective of the 
young girls who have to undergo this practice. These women may not necessarily view 
FGC as a practice done to them but for them – as a bodily inscription that helps them 
to physically and mentally embody the social meanings and significance of the practice 
(Esho et al., 2010). The aspects of social acceptance and social convention thus play a 
significant role (UNICEF, 2005). Research has shown that for women and girls the pres-
sure to conform to traditions plays a significant role in the decisions to undergo FGC. 
The women thus become active agents as they play a role in shaping their social reality 
(Dellenborg, 2004). Subsequently, not only their self-esteem as beautiful and respectable 
women is improved, but also the relationship between the women and their families/
societies is enhanced. In fact, a woman’s status improves in relation with the society, 
after making the complete physical and psychological transformation through this bod-
ily inscription.
  6.2. FGC: A social inscription
Throughout history, bodies have continuously been modified for social reasons. 
As we have seen in the above section, social convention and social acceptance play an 
important role in the decisions to perpetuate FGC. The body is regarded as a material 
object, a living and acting organism that gains social identity through its appropriation 
as a social and cultural subject (Turner, 1995). The body is in fact required to conform to 
societal expectations. In referring to FGC as a social inscription, this article accords with 
Johnsdotter and Essen (2010) who suggest that genital modifications are never purely 
about anatomy and physiology but are entangled in a broader web of cultural norms and 
ideologies. The body is both a product and a producer of processes of appropriation in 
its environment (Turner, 1995). Full membership into the adult social world is one of the 
social benefits an individual gains by going through FGC (Ahmadu, 2000). Subsequently, 
to live in a social world implies to continually adapt to and be subjected to conceptual 
orders and social discourses (Moore, 1999).
The body is a physical entity, a representation and a medium of expression that is 
controlled and restricted by a social system (Douglas, 1978). The physical skin becomes a 
social skin inscribed by signs and meanings that represent the socialized self by mediat-
ing its relations to the social world (Turner, 1980). The body becomes not only the site 
where culture is inscribed but also the means by which the individual is inserted into 
the cultural landscape (Schildkrout, 2004). In FGC ritual practices, therefore, individuals 
may not act for themselves but for the social group (McGarrahan, 1991). For instance, due 
to the attack on this practice by Christian missionaries and colonialists, a need for social 
cohesion was experienced by the Kikuyu of Kenya. To circumcised women for example 
it was evident that they belonged to this society because FGC provided a sense of unity 
and power. Kenyatta, an anthropologist who later became Kenya’s first president when 
Kenya gained independence, claimed that keeping traditions such as FC in place played a 
crucial role in uniting the society (Kenyatta, 1938). Hence, the chance to fully participate afrika focus — 2011-12 [ 63 ]
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in traditional customs and rituals involves a broader, deeper and essential dimension of 
strengthening the identity of those involved as members of a community (Karim, 1998). 
Social identity and sexual scripts associated with FC are constantly being negotiated 
by people living in practicing communities. Silverman (2004) suggests that FGC as a rite 
of passage is a symbolic message concerning personhood, gender, cosmology, status, 
and community that is literally inscribed in the body. Several studies have indicated the 
symbolic importance of a ritual such as FGC that is explained to young girls during their 
childhood as a necessary procedure (Talle, 1988; Gruenbaum, 2001). The interactions 
between society and the body may be expressed in many ways. In social symbolism for 
instance, society is inscribed on the expectant canvas of human flesh or body (Scheper-
Hughes & Lock, 1987). This indicates the need of an individual to comply with the soci-
etal demands. The body therefore becomes socially inscribed when it is no longer defined 
on the basis of its intrinsic features but rather on the basis of the extrinsic. The extrinsic 
mainly involves the social construction of meaning and interpretations as suggested by 
Van Wolputte (2004) in his study of the Himba in Namibia. 
In the following section we delve into the epistemological background of FGC per-
petuators as active social actors and agents in shaping their social reality. 
  6.3. Women as active agents in the re-invention and perpetuation of FGC
The Western world has viewed female agency as impossibility in the context of pa-
triarchy and male dominance (Frank, 2006). Subsequently, this has influenced the way 
in which a practice such as FGC is viewed by an outsider’s eye since female agency and 
autonomy seem inconceivable in the context of patriarchal societies. This conventional 
feminist epistemology has come under attack from various fronts, most frequently from 
feminists themselves (Davis, 2003; Frank, 2006; Mahmood, 2005). As the socio-cultural 
symbolic nexus indicates, FGM can be seen as both a social and a bodily practice, and in 
both cases it is historically and culturally produced. Within the feminist epistemology 
there has been a backlash against a-historical and culturally empirialistic concepts that 
focus on the interpretation of humans, rather than on productions of and responses to 
systems of power and domination (Frank, 2006). 
As a result of this backlash, feminist epistemology has recognized the agency and 
autonomy of women who individually choose to undergo body practices, for example 
in genital cosmetic surgery. Ahmadu (2000) argues that women’s power and influence 
among the Kono women of Sierra Leon is a major factor in the perpetuation of FGC. In 
patriarchal societies it seems that women are often active agents in producing and repro-
ducing their social realities and social structures. The body then plays an important role 
by actively participating in the processes by which social meanings are given definition 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1962). It has been argued that individuals sometimes internalize cultural 
norms within certain cultural confines and consequently embody these norms through 
their lived experiences (Frank, 2006). Thus women may choose voluntarily or be coerced 
into accepting FGC as a result of the ongoing cultural discourses surrounding them.
It has been suggested that to consider and understand the way these norms are afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 64 ]
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lived will provide a better understanding of female agency in relation to cultural prac-
tices (Mahmood, 2005). One of the examples indicating a process of female agency is the 
experience of Njambi (2004), a feminist sociologist who comes from the Kikuyu ethnic 
group in Kenya. While narrating about her circumcision experience, she emphasizes that 
although her parents were ardent Catholics and hence rejected the practice on the basis 
of their Christian beliefs, she made her own decision to have it done against her parents’ 
wishes. She adds that from a historical basis the practice was significant to her as it in-
volved the instillation of female empowerment. This tells us that the Kikuyu viewed FC 
in a positive light, rather than it being a site for women’s oppression and domination. 
This was especially acknowledged during the anti-colonial struggle in Kenya, where the 
discourse of FGC promoted an ethic of boldness and courage, a platform where women 
could engage in militant anti-colonial struggle together with men (Njambi, 2007).
In present day Kenya, the significance of female circumcision has changed and the 
practice is regarded differently by different individuals as well as by different groups of 
women. As Njambi above states, it was while growing up that the idea of the need for 
circumcision was instilled in her and thus she went through the practice because of what 
it meant for her as an individual woman. This was regardless of how others – such as her 
parents – perceived it; for her it was about a personal journey. This is just one example 
of the situation in which the practice tends to have a personal rather than group signifi-
cance: Njambi (2007) even presents the practice as a means of empowerment. FC pro-
vided access to social, political and economic power in an undeniably patriarchal society 
(Njambi, 2004). Hence, the perpetuation of FC served both the interests of the individual 
and those of the community. It reinforced the sense of female solidarity that was expe-
rienced during and after these ceremonies, consequently leading to the re-formation or 
re-invention of traditional practices. 
While the Maasai have a patriarchal structure (Galaty, 1979: Llewellyn-Davies, 1981), 
women do play an important role in social production. This also includes the production 
of masculinity through taking part in various ritual and religious ceremonies involved in 
transitory moments (Hodgson, 2000: Talle, 1988). In addition, it is through women that 
the transition of boys into men is made possible, through the constant change in config-
uration of men’s relationship with women and of men with each other (Spencer, 1988). 
Women as mothers and wives support elderly men in the process of age-set rituals, which 
mark the life stage transitions of boys to men and then to elders (Hodgson, 2000). Moth-
ers occupy a central role in determining whether boys have reached the age to undergo 
initiation and also in deciding when and whom their boys will marry eventually. It is on 
the basis of these decisions that young men might be allowed to become community 
leaders. Clearly, for Maasai women, FGC grants them an opportunity to acquire a status 
that enables them to influence society in both private and public domains. 
Another example of a patriarchal social structure that appears to empower women is 
that of the Turkana in the North-Western province of Kenya. In that society it is through 
rituals that women are positioned favourably in terms of property and power relations, 
both socially and structurally (Broch-Due, 1999). These rituals also are crucial in the con-afrika focus — 2011-12 [ 65 ]
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struction of their social system (Galaty, 1979; Llewellyn-Davies, 1981).
These examples emphasize the importance of the role of women in a society that is 
traditionally male dominated. It is ironic that in those societies the power men acquire 
can only be achieved through the relationships with their mothers, wives, or other wom-
en in the community. Such a patriarchal structure thus appears to serve the interests of 
everyone in society. Hence, it is through these kinds of social structures, where both men 
and women participate in the formation of identity, gender and norms of sexuality, that 
the continuation and maintenance of culture is ensured. 
Bodily modifications are employed to reflect and motivate processes of social reform 
(Reischer & Koo, 2004). Reischer and Koo continue to assert that women’s bodies and 
social constructions of the ideal female body do more than reflect a woman’s position in 
society; they also offer a means for negotiating, redefining and reconceptualising that 
position. Female subjectivity and agency in the transformation of identity is therefore 
imperative, not only in the reproductive capacity but also in the negotiation of gender 
and power relations in society. This aspect of the body – by which women can achieve 
agency – has been mentioned as a third element of the body politic, after descriptions of 
the natural body and social body (Scheper-Hughes & Lock 2004). This has been defined 
as the way in which the body embodies power and control. In the example of FGC, mak-
ing this transformation enables women to embody the consequences of social meanings 
and the significance of this cultural practice by self-empowerment and by defining and 
defending their position in society. This shows that women are actively engaged in recon-
figuring their own identities (Hunt, 1997; Hodgson & McCurdy, 2001).
Subsequently, this article concurs that cultural practices should not always be seen 
as a site for domination and conformity, but sometimes also as a site of multiple pos-
sibilities, where individuals and societies become actively involved in inventing and re-
inventing traditional practices (Njambi, 2007). The social and cultural organisation of a 
society, including gender organization and ritual processes, are produced, maintained 
and transformed through the socio-cultural power relations between and among men 
and women in any given society (Connell, 1987; Di Leonardo, 1991: Hodgson, 2001; 
Spencer, 1988).
Although social coercion and pressure to conform to traditions also play an important 
role, they are not enough to explain FGC’s perpetuation (Ahmadu, 2000). The above argument 
demonstrates that women’s agency should not be left out in attempts to understand FGC’s 
perpetuation. The meanings and interpretations of FGC remain a powerful driving force 
among these women, despite rapid changes in global society. Thus, modernity and tradition 
coexist and intermingle, as evidenced by the experiences of some individuals and societies that 
continue to perpetuate FGC (Ahmadu, 2000). It is therefore crucial to further encourage the 
incorporation of strategies that recognize women’s active role and agency in the re-invention 
and perpetuation of FGC when developing strategies to enhance the abandonment of FGC. afrika focus — Volume 24, Nr. 2 [ 66 ]
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  Conclusions
The re-imagination and re-invention of FGC is a general indication of changes tak-
ing place regarding both the symbolic and the cultural significance of the practice. It is a 
means to interlink effects of globalization and those of living traditions by continuously 
negotiating and altering some aspects of why, how, and when the procedure is done. 
The globalizing society thus creates a platform for the re-formulation and re-invention 
of body practices. Women in FGC practicing societies respond by re-formulating and re-
inventing its meanings and interpretations. 
This article suggests that FGC intervention strategies should ensure that as a result 
of their programmes women do not become more marginalized and disempowered. The 
strategies should focus on being socially grounded, by understanding the women’s socio-
cultural context. It is also crucial to encourage both insiders and outsiders at the forefront 
of the anti-FGC campaigns to be more aware of the changing dynamics of culture and its 
interplay with global ideologies, which – thanks to the abandonment campaign – these 
FGC practicing communities are becoming more and more aware of.
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